to use tourism to promote poverty alleviation in the country.
3 of poverty of money, poverty of access and poverty of power, ESCAP declares that planners and policy makers in tourism must define the task of poverty alleviation through tourism as broader than the raising of income levels above the poverty line for the greatest number of people (ESCAP, 2003) .
The body of literature on pro-poor tourism is relatively new. In the late 1990s, a Department for Economic Development document (DFID, 1999) remarked on the dearth of attention to this topic in tourism discourse at the time of its publication. Scheyvens (2007) chronicles the evolution of thinking on the relationship between tourism and poverty, from the 1950s paradigm of tourism as a modernising factor that intrinsically benefited the poor of developing countries, through discourses of the disenfranchisement of the poor from tourism prevalent in the 1970s and 1980s, to a renewed belief, in the 1990s, in the potential of tourism for poverty alleviation, albeit with a focus on bottom-up local initiatives rather than top-down 'modernisation' schemes.
Frameworks for pro-poor tourism have been emerging over the past decade. Roe (2001) gives a summary of the conceptual and historical bases of pro-poor tourism, and discusses in detail the roles of different stakeholders -including the poor themselves as well as businesses, government, NGOs -as well as a critical assessment of what can be done by these different stakeholders to support the success of pro-poor tourism. The Pro-Poor Tourism Partnership (PPT) is a cooperative research initiative of the International Centre for Responsible Tourism (ICRT), the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), and the Overseas Development Institute (ODI), responsible for much of the groundbreaking work in establishing research in pro-poor tourism (Ashley et al., 2001) . The Pro-poor Tourism Partnership has also published an Annual Register tracking developments in pro-poor tourism over the previous year.
Pro-poor tourism in practice
Pro-poor tourism is not a tourism niche but an approach to tourism development. It is distinct from, but related to, other emerging approaches to tourism such as community-based tourism and ecotourism. There is a growing body of literature on methods of pro-poor tourism development. The Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) has issued guidelines intended to aid in the decision-making process of developing pro-poor tourism, including judging the appropriateness, viability, involvement of stakeholders and the production of viable and attractive tourism products (Denman, 2001 ). Jamieson, et al. (2004) Pro-poor tourism, as actually practiced, differs depending on the specific conditions of the different cultural contexts within which it is applied. There is no common "blueprint" or widely-practiced standard model of this type of tourism (Sofield, et al., 2004: 6-7) . Pro-poor tourism case studies from different projects in different locations elucidate the variety of forms taken, and challenges and opportunities faced, in different situations, as well as the commonalities among 5 various examples. Bowden (2005) writes about pro-poor tourism applications in rural China. In Kim Bong village in Vietnam (EPRP, 2006) , cultural differences between host and tourist are seen as barriers to capacity building for pro-poor tourism development. Walpole and Goodwin (2000) remark on difficulties in achieving distribution of benefits from pro-poor tourism to the poor in a case study from Indonesia. Goodwin (2002) reports on the results of a study on the potential of linking pro-poor tourism and conservation by analysing the experiences of four national parks in developing countries. Spenceley and Goodwin (2008) concentrate on one such endeavour at the Kruger National Park in South Africa. Ashley, Roe and Goodwin (2001) assemble case studies of pro-poor tourism projects around the world and reflect upon the collective experience of these projects to propose some conclusions regarding the factors influencing the impact of tourism on poverty.
Pro-poor tourism in context
As described by Mowforth and Munt (2003) , pro-poor tourism is an outgrowth of the broadening scope of the idea of sustainable tourism to encompass socio-cultural and economic, as well as environmental, sustainability. Yunis (2004) articulates the importance of tourism for poverty alleviation within the broader endeavour of sustainable tourism and discusses the links between environmental, socio-cultural and economic aspects of sustainability in tourism. However, different aspects of sustainability in tourism can sometimes be at odds, such as in cases in which tourism development intended to alleviate poverty leads to negative environmental side effects. Gössling (2001) for instance, writes of the unsustainable water use practices brought by the development of tourism on Zanzibar.
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The tourism sector is in actuality composted of many industries that span many economic sectors, such that its contributions to an economy are broad-based and diverse. This indicates that the potential ways in which the poor could benefit from tourism are diverse and distributed (Sofield, et al., 2004: 10) . The Overseas Development Institute (ODI, 2006) proposes a so-called "linkages approach" to optimising positive impact of tourism on the local economy by creating strategic linkages between tourism companies and local economies. The linkages concept is adopted by other authors as well. Van der Duim and Caalders (2008) analyse "tourism chains" that link pro-poor tourism initiatives and tourism operators in Costa Rica and the Netherlands. Meyer (2007) deals with the issue of linkages specifically in the accommodation sector, and proposes a conceptual framework for understanding opportunities for preventing leakages of benefits away from the local poor community.
Critiques and limitations of pro-poor tourism
Despite its benevolent intentions, pro-poor tourism has its share of critics. Some researchers (Goodwin, 2007 , Blake, et al., 2008 point out that there is as yet little research to provide concrete substantiation of claims that many so-called "pro-poor" tourism initiatives are actually bringing the desired improvements to the living conditions of the poor. Others nonetheless claim to identify such a link. For instance, Yunis (2004) claims that tourism was instrumental in lifting Botswana out of least developed country (LDC) status in 1994. There is however no clear set of indicators by which impacts can be measured (Sofield, et al., 2004: 5) . Cleverdon and Kalish (2000) also write on the difficulties of channelling the financial benefits from tourism, including loans and foreign investment, to grassroots poor communities. Unequal distribution of the benefits of pro-poor tourism among the local poor is another problem, as reported by Goodwin (2002) in a study on the Komodo National Park in Indonesia that indicated that communities near the entrances of the Park received 99% of tourism revenues. Blake, et al. (2007) echo this finding in a study in Brazil, which found that gains from pro-poor tourism were proportional to pre-existing household income, with higher and middle income families benefiting more than those with low incomes.
Ashley, Roe and Goodwin (2008) provide a recent critical appraisal of the successes and failures of current pro-poor tourism practice, remarking on the niche or marginal nature of the contexts in which this type of tourism has been developed to date, and its lack of success in gaining application in mainstream or large-scale tourism. This seriously limits the pot ential effects of pro-poor tourism. Brohman (1996) argues that mechanisms are needed to spur more government and community involvement and cooperation in pro-poor tour ism, to overcome its current shortcomings. Sofield et al. (2004) remark that the very term 'pro-poor tourism' can tend to alienate stakeholders in the tourism industry such as managers, investors and tourists themselves, who may interpret the term to indicate that their own interests will be subjugated to, or compromised by, the interests of poverty alleviation in such contexts. Meyer (2003 , cited in Sofield et al., 2004 argues for replacing mentions of pro-poor tourism or tourism for poverty alleviation with the WTO's acronym ST-EP (Sustainable Tourism as a tool for Eliminating Poverty). Zhao and Ritchie (2007) claim that, despite increasing governmental and NGO initiatives in pro-poor tourism, the academic community has been lagging behind in addressing this issue in a concerted way. They present an integrative framework to 8 help overcome the lack of coordination and communication between scholars working on the topic. Chok, Macbeth and Warren (2007) refer to strong ideological divisions in approaches to pro-poor tourism and call for a rethinking of the potential of pro-poor tourism that acknowledges the fundamental barriers posed by inequalities in the contexts within which it operates.
Poverty and poverty alleviation in Laos
The population of Laos is around six million, 87 percent of whom are rural residents. (Evrard and Goudineau, 2004: 937) . Current Laotian government programs aim at the elimination of opium farming and slash-and-burn agriculture, and the increasing integration of remote areas of Laos into the national market economy (Suntikul, 2007) . Over two-thirds of the villagers assessed themselves as poor, but the criteria for this assessment were in non-monetary terms, the most common of which has to do with one's rice self-sufficiency.
The majority of the poor in Laos are ethnic minority rural farmers practicing slash-and-burn (swidden) agriculture. However, while such communities were classified as impoverished by external numerical criteria, the villagers did not necessarily perceive themselves as poor, as long as their village was able to satisfy the sustenance needs of all of its members. Perception of poverty or well-being, accordingly, is closely related to undisrupted agricultural yields and not to a money economy (NPEP, 2003) . This also exemplifies the importance of the well-being of the village to the well-being of each individual therein. Food security, especially rice sufficiency, is a central concern within the NPEP, meaning that the agriculturallybased Laotian economy must be sufficient to provide its own population with rice.
The major causes of poverty in Laos tend to be factors that interrupt agricultural cycles. The causes, as listed by the World Bank (2006: 29) are: "(i) problems associated with land; (ii) livestock loss due to lack of veterinary services; (iii) lack of cash investment to make livelihood improvements; (iv) natural disasters; (v) environmental problems; and (vi) lack of water for agriculture".
Pro-poor tourism development in Laos
The Asian Development Bank and the Greater Mekong Subregion (ADB/GMS) have declared eleven "flagship programs" for furthering the subregion's Millennium Development Goals. Tourism development is one of these programs. There were fiftysix international NGOs working in poverty-reduction related projects in rural Laos in 2000, compared to thirteen in 1985 (Chithtalath, 2006: 5) . The encouragement and facilitation of community-based pro-poor tourism is one of the top priorities of the tourism development strategy of Laos. Other elements of the strategy that support the pro-poor tourism agenda include the development of micro-scale tourism infrastructure, capacity building for communities, programs to encourage the participation of ethnic minorities and women as well as other training programs (World Bank, 2006: 106) .
Ideological background
Pro-poor tourism is often presented as a component of the broader program of sustainable tourism. Sustainable tourism was defined by the World Tourism Organisation (WTO) in 1988 as "leading to the management of all resources in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, biological diversity and life support systems". Ecotourism is currently a much-discussed topic in sustainable tourism, and is currently a high priority of the Laotian government, and this type of tourism is explicitly linked to poverty alleviation (UNDP & LNTA, 2006) . The Nam Ha Ecotourism Project (NHEP) in Luang Namtha is a test case and forerunner for subsequent ecotourism development projects in other locations in Laos, and exemplifies the linking of ecotourism development and poverty alleviation (Suntikul, 2007) . The improvement of the standard of living of the least well-off members of the host community was a conscious goal of the project. However, Ashley, et al., (2001: 1) declare that, while ecotourism development tends to aim at protection of the cultural and environmental aspects on which tourism is based, it is much less successful in addressing the livelihood of the poor people themselves.
Much pro-poor tourism development is connected to community-based models of tourism development. Harrison and Schipani (2007) point out that communitybased tourism and the private tourism sector are co-dependent in Laos. They go on to admonish against assuming that a success model like the NHEP could be taken as a template that could be applied throughout the country, and indicate the need for further research to explore what different modes of tourism development may be in the best interest of pro-poor tourism for different locations in Laos. Neudorfer (2006: 7) writes that the Western ideals of equality, sustainability and ecology that underlie CBT are often imposed upon non-Western societies, requiring that locals adhere to the principles of these ideals in order to gain the benefits of PPT.
Distribution of benefits
The number of jobs directly related to tourism in Laos was estimated at 18,000 in 2005, with a total of 321,155 jobs directly or indirectly attributable to tourism (Lao PDR: Country Report, 2005: 33) . Tourism businesses in Laos tend to be small and locally-run, founded by individuals taking advantage of perceived market opportunities, without much planning and without the support of either government or NGOs (Harrison and Schipani, 2007) . While it is advantageous for the goal of poverty alleviation that a greater proportion of the earnings from tourism is thus going directly to the local providers, without government oversight or control the channeling of benefits and the assessment of impacts is far from optimal.
In an example of this phenomenon, following an analysis of the accommodation, food and beverage, handicrafts and excursions sub-sectors in the popular tourist destination of Luang Prabang, Ashley (2006: vi) estimated that $6 million dollars annually, or about 27 percent of the city's total receipts from tourism, were going directly to the local producers, suppliers and tourism workers. were composed of around 12 adult villagers. According to Evmorfopoulou (1996) four to twelve participants is the ideal range of sizes for focus groups. Morgan (1988) suggests an over-recruitment of 20% to compensate for non-attendees, but nonattendance was far greater in some of the Viengxay focus groups. June and July is rice-planting season in Viengxay and this posed an obstacle to the gathering of villagers for interviews. During this season, many villagers stay in their fields overnight rather than returning to the village, because the rice fields and their houses are often far apart from each other. Despite having made prior arrangements, on several occasions the research team arrived in a village and no villagers were present, except the village leader. In this case, the village leader was asked to gather a group of participants for a rescheduled meeting at a later date.
The focus group interviews were conducted in Laotian by the first author and with a Laotian co-moderator who ensured that all the questions were covered. Each interview took between 75 and 90 minutes. The focus group discussions took the form of meetings with representatives of different social categories. The researcher aimed to get a balance of genders and age groups in each of the villages, as well as to ensure that members of the village committee were part of each focus group.
In addition to the focus group interviews, the research team and SNV engaged four assistants to collect data for baseline monitoring of the thirteen villages. As it would have been beyond the resources of this research to collect data from all households in the villages, the research team conducted surveys with 10 per cent of the total households of each village. This represents 213 households (about 1,227 people). The data was analysed using SPSS software.
In order to gain a multivalent and holistic understanding of the current situation in Viengxay, this paper incorporates data derived from the baseline monitoring and the focus group interviews in the thirteen villages, as well as from interviews with the Viengxay Caves' Vice Director, the Director of the Provincial Tourism Office, and private tourism business operators.
Local Profile
According to the collected baseline data, farming is the most common occupation in income from tourists is 33,573,500 kip (US$3,903). However, the revenue from tourists is expected to be higher as the survey only represents 10% of the 13 villages.
Each of the eleven families that gave information to the exact nature of the source of their tourism income received it from a different economic activity. These activities included fixing cars for tourists, renting rooms in guesthouses, retail, weaving, and selling items such as pineapple seeds, cloth, alcohol, noodles and clothing. All those giving information to the specific product they produced and sold mentioned "weaving", "Lao skirts", or "weaving Lao skirts" indicating a narrow spectrum of products. None of the families surveyed has the ability to produce clothing, jewellery, baskets / bags, pottery or woodcarving.
Local people
According to the results of the focus group interviews, the people of these villages do Accordingly, when asked if they would leave their current job for a tourism job, most villagers stated that they would not, as the agrarian lifestyle is a crucial a part of their culture and identity. Farmers expressed that if they were to abandon their rice farms, they would not have rice to eat and would have to buy rice. However, they would like to work in the tourism industry as a secondary job.
Despite not considering themselves poor, the terminology of "poverty alleviation" arises often in the ways that local people talk about their aspirations from tourism. This could reflect their exposure to governmental programs on the topic. The government holds meetings with the villagers, at which they are both given information and asked for their own questions or opinions on various topics, including poverty alleviation but not specifically about pro-poor tourism. However, the disjuncture between villagers' use of such terms and their lack of perception of being poor themselves indicates that there may be little understanding among the villagers as to the meaning of "pro-poor tourism" or indeed of poverty.
Tourism is also a relatively unknown concept for the villagers. Participants from all thirteen villages expressed that they don't understand tourism and the motivation of tourists, such as who organises them and what is their motivation for coming to these remote villages. They would like to have a better understanding about tourism and tourists. Local people from the focus groups recognise that they have potential tourism products (such as homestay, restaurants and shops) but point to a lack of government organization to facilitate the systems necessary to support such practices. Current practices show that villagers still often do not consider hospitality as a monetary gain activity. Many villagers have offered tourists some food and drink, sometimes showing them around the caves without asking money. One villager said "when we offer food to tourists, we don't need to ask for money. We should be proud of ourselves, asking for money makes us lose face".
The villagers recognize their lack of skills for tourism. When asked about what kind of training they would like to obtain, the answer from all 13 villages is unanimous. They would like to have English training so that they could communicate with foreign tourists. Other fields of training mentioned by them are cooking, learning new weaving patterns, and instruction in how to run tourist businesses and services.
They also mentioned that they would like to know what tourists need and want so that they can prepare themselves to better serve tourists.
All focus groups want to reap benefit from tourism, but lack capital to start-up a tourism business, and are too poor to qualify for loans or make investments, similar to the situation mentioned by Cleverdon and Kalish (2000: 178) . Local people acknowledge tourism as potential source of income, but don't know how they can participate, and don't see monetary value of the services they provide. They believe they have no products to sell or knowledge of what tourists want to buy or eat. At the current stage, benefits from tourism are seen as non-economic and intangible.
Villagers acknowledge that tourism development will bring extra income to the villages and aid in the endeavour of poverty alleviation. Tourism development is also seen as a symbol of modernity, improvement and progress. One villager expressed that "if we don't develop tourism, the village will remain the same". Villagers feel that cultural exchange with outsiders is also one of the main reasons to develop tourism in their areas. Reasons for wanting to develop tourism include improving livelihood, gaining income, alleviating poverty, self-improvement, cultural exchange and helping to preserve their local cultural heritage.
Private sector
As elsewhere in Laos, most tourism related businesses in Viengxay are small-scale operations run by locals. Thus those receiving the most direct income from tourists tend to be local people, and leakages are correspondingly low. However, the local financial benefit from tourism seems to be focused on a few entrepreneurs and their employees involved in conventional tourism businesses, without attention to spreading the benefit more broadly among the population. Some owners of these businesses often came from poor farming backgrounds themselves, the staff members of such businesses are usually family, with possibly a few other local employees, and the expansion of successful businesses will certainly bring the employment of more local people. This provides a few illustrative individual success stories, but the tourism sector is certainly too small-scale for this type of entrepreneurship to be seen as a viable path out of poverty for a substantial number of the population, especially in view of their attachment to an agrarian lifestyle mentioned in the previous section.
As tourism in Viengxay is still in its early stages of development, the number of private operators is small, they are also relatively poor and lack experience and know-how in tourism. Like the local residents who participated in the focus groups, private commercial tourism operators acknowledge that they lack a holistic understanding of tourism, as well as lacking specific skills to cater to the food and accommodation needs of tourists, as well as to improve their English language skills. 
Government
The private sector gets very little support from governmental or NGO sources. A general mood of mutual mistrust exists between governmental / NGO bodies and private tourism operators in Laos (Harrison and Schipani, 2007b: 98 The management of the Viengxay Caves is administered by the Provincial Government, but tourists have complained that the management lacks efficiency and there are often no staff at the caves when they arrive. In general, government managed facilities have less motivation for service or improvement.
The Director of the PTO mentioned his desire to see other caves in the area developed for tourism by a private operator. The manager of a hotel in the area revealed that he is renting the hotel from the government. When it was run by the government, the hotel was not improved at all, and staff had no motivation to perform.
Since he took it over, he has added showers, Internet access, a restaurant and other amenities and instituted new staff policies, turning the hotel into a profitable business. An important consideration of pro-poor development in the area will be avoiding the imposition of outside ideas of well-being onto this society, while encouraging the establishment of linkages that will bring real benefits to the well-being of these people, rather than forcibly replacing their existing value system with a value system within which they are categorized as an underclass in need of emancipation. Only time will tell whether tourism will be a substantial contributor to the alleviation of poverty in this remote part of Laos.
Conclusions

